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Problems of Implementing Offender
Programs in the Community
BRAD ASTBURY
ABSTRACT Rehabilitation of offenders is, at present, an important focus
among many correctional departments. A substantial body of international
research literature now exists to guide the design and development of new
programs that aim to reduce re-offending. However, successful implemen-
tation of these programs has been challenging for many correctional authorities.
Drawing on the experience of a community correctional agency in Australia,
this paper identifies and examines a number of barriers to successful delivery
of community-based offender rehabilitation programs and services. The
findings suggest that basing interventions on scientific knowledge about
“what works” in offender rehabilitation is necessary but not sufficient for
effective programs and services. More careful attention needs to be paid to
how correctional authorities can take this research and implement it in practice.
KEYWORDS Offender rehabilitation, implementation, program integrity,
community corrections
INTRODUCTION
Over the past 50 years the focus of correctional policy and practice
has oscillated between punishment and rehabilitation. Throughout the
1950s and 60s there was considerable optimism about the effectiveness
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of correctional treatment in generating positive behavioral change.
However, following an influential (although arguably misinterpreted)
review of over 200 studies of offender treatment programs in the United
States, Martinson (1974) concluded that: “With few and isolated excep-
tions, the rehabilitative efforts described so far have had no appreciable
effect on recidivism” (p. 25). Funding for rehabilitative initiatives was
dramatically reduced and policy makers emphasized deterrence and
sanctions as a means of crime control.
Since that time, the philosophy of correctional policy has again changed
to reflect a renewed emphasis on rehabilitation. A large and growing
body of research has emerged to challenge the hegemony of “nothing
works.” Comprehensive meta-analyses and other reviews of criminal
justice interventions suggest that some things do work. They argue that
effective programs, that is, those that reduce re-offending, share a number
of common features. These features are typically referred to as the ‘what
works’ principles.
At present there appears to be broad agreement in the international
“what works” literature regarding the features or principles of effective
correctional interventions (Andrews et al., 1990; Andrews & Bonta,
1998; Gendreau, 1996; Lipsey, 1992, MacKenzie, 2000; McGuire, 2002;
Motiuk & Serin, 2001). These include:
• Risk classification–treatment services should be matched to the
risk level of the offender. High risk cases should receive intensive
programming while low risk cases benefit most from minimal
intervention and services.
• Target criminogenic needs (dynamic risk factors)–focus on dynamic
risk factors that contribute directly to offending and can be changed
through treatment (e.g., anti-social attitudes, drug dependency and
criminal associates) rather than non-criminogenic needs or static
risk factors (e.g., age, low self-esteem, and anxiety).
• Responsivity–match treatment style and mode to the personality
and learning styles of individual offenders. Typically, programs
should employ a participatory approach and be sensitive to diversity.
• Treatment modality–base the intervention on a psychological theory
of human behavior that is skills and problem-solving oriented and
draws upon cognitive-behavior and social learning methods. Target
a number of criminogenic needs (multi-modal) in an intensive manner.
• Community-based services–programs that are delivered in the
community rather than residential settings are more effective because
new skills learned can be immediately applied in real world
32 PROBATION AND PAROLE: CURRENT ISSUES
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situations. Institutional programs can also be effective if they empha-
size supportive community reintegration.
• Program integrity–programs should be properly managed and
delivered by trained personnel in accordance with stated aims
and objectives that do not change over time. Effective programs
should continually monitor implementation (process) and rigorously
evaluate impacts (outcome).
These principles have been widely promoted in the Canada, the United
Kingdom, America, New Zealand and Australia as “best practice” in of-
fender assessment and treatment, and are now familiar to most correctional
managers. Meta-analytic research suggests that when these principles
are incorporated into correctional programming, reductions in recidi-
vism range from 10% to 50%, with an average reduction of 26% to 30%
(Andrews & Bonta, 1998; Gendreau, 1996).
GETTING “WHAT WORKS” TO “WORK”:
THE CHALLENGE OF IMPLEMENTATION
Implementation of the “what works” agenda has been challenging for
correctional authorities. For example, findings from evaluations of recent
large scale criminal justice reforms, such as the Home Office Crime
Reduction Program in England and Wales, indicate that problems during
implementation of new correctional programs and services significantly
influence treatment outcomes (Furniss & Nutley, 2000; Mair, 2004;
Merrington & Stanley, 2000; Raynor, 2004). Similar experiences have
been reported in Canada and the United States (Bernfeld, Farrington &
Leschied, 2001; Bourgon & Armstrong, 2005; Farabee et al., 1999;
Ferguson, 2002; Petersilia, 1990). These studies suggest that basing
correctional programs on good research and theories is not enough.
Programs can fail because of poor implementation just as easily as they
can from poor theory.
Unfortunately, limited guidance exists for those who wish to “narrow
the gap between what we desire from our rehabilitation programs and
what we actually deliver” (Bernfeld, Farrington & Leschied, 2001, p. xix).
Gendreau, Goggin and Smith (2001) argue that while much has been
written about offender assessment and treatment there has been very
little research into factors relating to the successful implementation of
correctional programs:
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It is ironic that the fundamental component in the delivery of effective
offender treatment services, that of program implementation, has
traditionally received the least attention. Only a dozen or so studies
exist in the correctional literature which address this topic, in
contrast to at least a thousand studies on offender assessment and
treatment. (p. 247)
The way in which programs are delivered clearly does matter, and as
such is it important to consider program integrity/implementation issues
in corrections as a field of study in its own right (Lowenkamp, Latessa
& Smith, 2006). An important task, therefore, is to get inside the ‘black
box’ of correctional programming and identify the practical challenges
that agencies are likely to confront as they attempt to transfer research
knowledge about “what works” into daily practice.
THE STUDY CONTEXT
Like many countries around the world, Australia is experiencing a
prison boom. Figures from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2006)
indicate that in the past 10 years, the size of the prison population has
increased by 42%, from 18,193 in 1996 to 25,790 in 2006. This rise has
exceeded the 15% growth in the Australian adult population, resulting
in the adult imprisonment rate increasing from 132 to 163 prisoners per
100,000 adult population in the same period.
A direct result of increases in the size of the prisoner population is the
costs associated with its maintenance. In the State of Victoria a review
by the Auditor-General (2003) observed that:
During the period, 1994 to 2003, Victoria experienced significant
growth in prisoner numbers. At 10 October, 2003, there were 3,796
prisoners compared with 2 522 at 30 June, 1994–an increase of
50.5 per cent. In the absence of policy and program interventions,
Corrections Victoria predicts continuing strong growth in prisoner
numbers to around 4,220 prisoners by June, 2006. At an average
annual cost of $66 530 per prisoner per year, continued growth
in prisoner numbers has significant funding implications for
government. (p. 17)
Confronted with the economically unsustainable situation of sending
more and more offenders to prison, it is perhaps not surprising that
34 PROBATION AND PAROLE: CURRENT ISSUES
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Australian jurisdictions have learnt from overseas experience that it is
not possible to “build your way” out of a prison crowding crisis (Clear
& Byrne, 1992). This financial imperative on governments coupled
with renewed optimism about the effectiveness of rehabilitation has
helped drive an expansion in the size and range of community-based
sentencing options in Australia.
In Australia, correctional systems are the responsibility of separate
states and territories. Australia is a federation comprising six States and
two mainland Territories. This means that there is some variation in the
operation of prisons and non-custodial sanctions across jurisdictions.
Corrections Victoria, located in the State of Victoria, is one of many
correctional agencies across Australia that is attempting to take the current
findings of correctional research and implement them into daily practice
(Birgden & McLachlan, 2002). Corrections Victoria manages more than
50 community correctional services locations and is also responsible for
the management of the state’s 11 public prisons as well as overseeing
the contracts of two privately operated prisons. At any given time
around 8,000 offenders are being supervised in the community.
This article draws on data that was collected as part of a larger evaluation
of the implementation and impact of recent reforms to Victorian
community correctional services. This four-year reform strategy (2001
to 2005) was designed to reduce some of the pressure on the adult prison
system by enhancing the legitimacy of community-based sentences. It
was envisaged that the introduction of an evidence-based platform of
offending behavior programs and the provision of targeted pre- and post-
release support for prisoners would strengthen the capacity of community
corrections to manage offenders, and in the longer term reduce recidivism
(Corrections Budget Briefing, 2001).
A multi-method evaluation design was developed to address questions
about the process of effectiveness of the strategy. Major aspects of the
methodology included: a review of policy documents, literature and
existing secondary data on the Victorian correctional system; an econo-
metric event-study analysis of average rates of change in prison receptions
and community orders; site visits to randomly selected community
correctional locations across Victoria; individual and group interviews
with over 100 community correctional staff and 30 head office and
senior management staff; interviews with a small sample of offenders;
and interviews with sentencing and parole authorities.
These activities generated detailed information about problems
encountered while attempting to introduce changes to organizational
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policy and practice in line with evidence from research into “what works”
in offender management and treatment.
A MULTI-LEVEL PERSPECTIVE OF BARRIERS
TO SUCCESSFUL IMPLEMENTATION
Research into human services organisations and models of service
delivery suggest that is useful to think about implementation at four
different levels: client, program, organization, and society. Implementation
variables associated with each of these levels interact in a reciprocal and
dynamic way (Bernfeld, Blase and Fixsen, 1990). Drawing on data from
the study described above, this section identifies a number of challenges
to the successful implementation of correctional interventions and
discusses these from a multi-level perspective. The findings presented
below should not be viewed as an exhaustive list, but rather as an example
of the particular obstacles that are likely to operate at different levels
within the implementation structure of correctional agencies.
Client Level:
The Role of Offender Characteristics and Motivation to Change
The characteristics of offenders and their willingness to participate in
treatment and supervision were reported to be one of the most important
aspects of successful implementation. Offenders are generally not given
a choice about whether or not they wish to attend programs or supervision
sessions. That is, they are involuntary clients. In practice this means that
although offenders may adhere to legal requirements of court orders by
attending supervision sessions, fulfilling community work requirements
and completing programs they may not be actively engaging. In effect
“they are just a occupying a seat” or worse still disrupting a program by
affecting the ability of others to participate.
Correctional staff were conscious that programs will only “work” if
participants choose to make them work. That is, program attendance and
completion did not guarantee that changes in offender knowledge, atti-
tudes and behavior would necessarily follow. As one officer commented,
paraphrasing an old saying, “you can lead a horse to water, but it will
not necessarily take a drink.”
To address these barriers, staff drew on techniques of motivational
interviewing and their knowledge of the responsivity principle, which
suggests that treatment programs and services should be matched to the
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individual personality and learning style of offenders. Demographic factors
such as age, gender, race and ethnicity also influenced how different
offenders responded to different types of treatment.
While assessment procedures were introduced to ensure that offenders
were matched to programs and services appropriate for their level of
risk, need and circumstances, a significant challenge in practice was the
lack of tailored offending behavior programs designed to meet the diverse
needs of the offender population. This is now being addressed as part of
the next stage of reforms.
Finally, legislative requirements were seen to have been another barrier
to effective program delivery. This is because of the way in which legis-
lation can influence selection and referral to programs. Staff explained
that determinations about offender participation in programs are typically
made by sentencing officials prior to an offender entering corrective
services. These earlier decisions sometimes conflicted with psychological
assessments that occur after sentencing. However, because judicial orders
are legally binding either an amendment needs to be sought, which takes
time, or the offender must comply with the conditions of their order and
attend the program.
Program Level:
The Importance of Effective Staff Practice and Management
of Recruitment, Training, Supervision and Turnover
Staffing issues were frequently associated with the successful imple-
mentation of programs. In particular, it was noted that there are certain
characteristics of staff working in correctional environments that increase
the likelihood that theoretically sound programs will be implemented
well. These included: appropriate educational qualifications and academic
credentials; sufficient skills and experience in working with offenders;
professional values such as empathy, tolerance, integrity, flexibility,
and a “firm but fair” approach; and good listening and communication
skills. Offenders emphasized during interviews that effective staff
practice involves being “patient,” “friendly,” “open,” “dedicated”
and “supportive.” There was a strong and constant message from of-
fenders that it is essential to feel that staff genuinely “care about them.”
This was further described as “going the extra yard,” “not simply mon-
itoring/policing activities,” advocating on their behalf and encouraging
change by helping to find their own solutions to their problems. Some
examples which exemplified a caring attitude were in taking the of-
fender out for a coffee, driving them to an important appointment such
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as a counseling session or job interview and making time to visit them at
home or during community work.
This suggests that recruiting the right staff is critical. A key component
of the reform process was the “bulk” employment of additional staff,
including psychologists with qualifications and expertise in working
with offenders. Prior to these reforms, the community correctional system
in Victoria did not have “in-house” psychological services. Difficulties
were encountered in trying to identify psychologists that understood and
accepted the principles of effective correctional programming and thus
were willing to conduct group programs based on cognitive-behavioral
and social learning theories rather than focus exclusively on individual
therapy. There were also some initial tensions and confusion about the role
of psychologists that arose from professional differences in approaches
to offender treatment.
The importance of staff training and supervision was also mentioned
in relation to effective program delivery. Extensive formal training was
provided to new staff prior to commencing work. The introduction of
new programs and policies also required the provision of further relevant
training to existing staff through workshops, conferences and structured
training programs. However, due to a range of competing organizational
demands there were often interruptions in the availability of training
and along with escalating case loads this affected the ability of senior
staff to adequately supervise new employees.
Staff turnover was also strongly linked to effective correctional program
implementation. This factor appears to be important for various reasons.
High rates of staff turnover can, among other things, lead to problems with
continuity of care in the management of offenders. Offenders reported
that ideally it was best to have one worker for the duration of their
order –someone with whom they could develop rapport and a “trusting”
relationship. Many offenders expressed frustration at having to “tell their
[personal] story over and over again” to new workers. High rates of
turnover can also result in a loss of expertise. Professional judgment is a
key feature of offender rehabilitation and it was argued that evidence-
based programs are unlikely to be successful without a stable, experienced
and well-trained workforce:
You can have the best programs in the world, you can have fantastic
legislation, fantastic policies and procedures, but if you’ve got
staff who are disillusioned, who are being paid badly, who are not
trained and who are under so much pressure that they leave here
then you’ve shot yourself in the foot.
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Organizational Level:
The Need for a Supportive Culture, Effective Change Management
and Adaptation to Local Conditions
Correctional agencies attempting to implement major changes in the
philosophy of offender management and treatment need to take account
of existing organizational cultures and routines. Shifting the status quo
from a ‘nothing works’ mentality to a rehabilitative focus was seen to be
relatively unproblematic. Key figures within the organization acted as
champions of the vision. There was also a pre-existing commitment to
the value of rehabilitation among the majority of the community correc-
tional workforce who had become frustrated with the surveillance/mon-
itoring style of supervision. The organization was “ready to embrace the
‘what works’ approach.”
Time and resource constraints coupled with structural changes within
the broader organizational context, however, caused many problems for
staff and managers who felt that there was “too much change too quickly.”
The introduction of new programs and services to the community
correctional system was undertaken rapidly due to pressure to spend
allocated budgets in the first year of reforms. The reform effort also
occurred during a time of significant modification to management and
governance arrangements. Previously the operational and strategic arms
of the corrections system functioned relatively independently of each
other. The consolidation of the system–although seen as a positive step
in breaking down “a silo mentality” between strategic services, prisons and
community corrections–impacted greatly on implementation by creating
confusion about planning responsibilities and allocation of resources.
Another set of implementation problems flowed from the decision to
replace an existing offender information database with a new system.
The new database was designed to improve the quality and range of
information, as well integrate corrections, police and court data. However,
continual technical problems burdened staff with extra demands on their
time and severely impacted on staff morale. At several stages throughout
reform efforts, community correctional staff were involved in protracted
industrial disputes with management about workloads and pay levels.
This caused significant disruption and delays to the roll-out of major
initiatives.
A centralized approach was employed to ensure that programs were
rolled out quickly and met predetermined government targets for numbers
and completion rates. This approach was also seen to be necessary because
of concerns about program integrity and program drift. This style of
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management had the affect of alienating large sections of the workforce
who perceived a need for local autonomy and discretion so that programs
could be attuned to local circumstances and responsive to the needs of
particular offenders.
Societal Level: Community Attitudes, the Media and Political Climate
Community attitudes towards punishment and a political environment
that promotes a law and order response to crime, poses a significant
barrier to the implementation of rehabilitative approaches to offender
management and treatment. According to White and Tomkins (2003)
“much of what occurs within community corrections is influenced by
the general political climate” (p. 2).
In our interviews staff reported that the general public knew very little
about the role and function of community corrections. Together with
negative media reporting of crime they felt that this helped to fuel a
perception that community-based sentences were a “soft option.” These
views presented challenges for the development and implementation of
community-based offender rehabilitation programs. Staff highlighted,
for example, how negative media coverage and a sustained political
campaign presented a threat to a new home detention scheme by feeding
a perception that the program presented a risk to community safety. After
the program was introduced, sentencing and parole authorities were
seen to be initially hesitant about placing offenders on home detention.
This created a concern that if cost-effectiveness was used as the sole cri-
teria for success then offender numbers might not be adequate to justify
the existence of the program.
DISCUSSION
Drawing on personal experience and the technology transfer litera-
ture, Gendreau, Goggin and Smith (1999, 2001) have developed a list of
factors to guide successful implementation of offender programs. They
organize these into four general categories:
• Organizational factors: The organization has a history of adopting
new initiatives, is efficient in putting in place new initiatives and is
decentralized and flexible enough to deal with issues in a timely
and non-confrontational fashion. The organization should also
keep staff turnover levels low, offer adequate training in offender
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assessment and treatment and have links with appropriate educa-
tional institutions.
• Program factors: The need for the program is based on empirical
evidence and stakeholders agree that the program is timely, relevant
and matches the risk/needs of the offender population. The program
should be based on credible scientific evidence, have realistic goals,
be cost-effective, and funded by the host organization. The program
should not be introduced during a period where the organization is
struggling with other problems/conflicts and implementation should
proceed incrementally.
• Change agent factors: The person who is primarily responsible for
initiating the program should have detailed knowledge of the
organization and its staff and support from both senior leaders and
line staff. They should employ techniques such as motivational
interviewing, reciprocity, authority, reinforcement, problem-solving
and advocacy to bring about change and persist until effective change
is evident and can be sustained. The change agent should also have a
history of successful program implementation, professional credibility
and an orientation and values should be congruent with the organi-
zation’s vision and goals.
• Staffing factors: Staff should have the technical/professional
knowledge and skills to implement the program and believe that
they can do it effectively. They should be given an opportunity to
participate directly in designing the new program, understand the
theoretical basis of the program and have access to the change agent.
Effective delivery of the program also requires staff to have sufficient
time and adequate resources as well as feedback mechanisms.
Gendreau et al.’s set of implementation factors provide a valuable
“checklist” which can provide guidance to those involved in seeking to
implement correctional policy. For instance, when used in the form an
“evaluability assessment” (Matthews, Hubbard & Latessa, 2001). Ap-
plying the list to findings from this study it can be seen that all four cate-
gories are relevant. Items that appear particularly valid include:
• Organizational item #7: Staff turnover at all levels has been less
than 25 per cent during the previous 2 years
• Program item #9: The program is being initiated during a period
when the host agency is free of other major problems/conflicts.
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• Staff item #3: The staff have the technical/professional skill to
implement the program. They have taken applied courses on the
assessment and treatment of offenders.
• Staff item #6: In order to run the program efficiently, the staff are:
(a) given the necessary time, (b) given adequate resources, and
(c) provided with feedback mechanisms (e.g., focus groups and
workshops).
This study found that micro-level client factors (e.g., offender char-
acteristics and motivation/readiness to change) as well as macro level
social and political factors (e.g., community attitudes to punishment and
sentencing practices) are also related to successful implementation of
community-based offender rehabilitation programs and services. These
do not appear to be present in Gendreau et al.’s implementation guide-
lines.
Another concern with the guidelines is their apparent resemblance to
“top-down” models for successful implementation that have been spelled
out by political science theorists such as Lewis Gunn (1978), Christopher
Hood (1976) and Paul Sabatier and Daniel Mazmanian (1979). The
top-down approach to implementation is based on a theoretical construct
of “perfect administration” whose focus is on controlling the conditions
necessary to administer a policy or program. It presents a normative
prescription of what ought to be, rather than what is.
Because of the way they are presented, Gendreau et al.’s specifica-
tions have the potential to be confused as another “ideal” represen-
tation of implementation that assumes too much and does not suggest
what to do when implementation occurs in less than perfect circum-
stances. This, unfortunately, is the norm rather than the exception for
most, if not all, correctional authorities. Harris and Smith (1996), writing
on community corrections from an implementation perspective, seem
to agree:
Missing from the lists of attributes of successful implementation is
information about how they are generated under conditions in
which they are not already in place and how innovators manage
when one or more of these conditions cannot be met. (p. 195,
emphasis in original)
It is worthwhile then to also consider the implementation process in cor-
rections from an alternative, bottom-up perspective. The major theorists
here include Michael Lipsky (1980), Susan Barrett and Colin Fudge
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(1981) and Benny Hjern (1982). The bottom-up approach is action-oriented
and recognizes the difficulties of bringing under control the conditions
for perfect implementation. Hill (1997) explains this well:
The reality, therefore, is not of imperfect control, but of action as a
continuous process of interactions with a changing and changeable
policy, a complex interaction structure, an outside world which
must interfere with implementation because government action
impinges on it, and implementing actors who are inherently difficult
to control. (p. 139)
Evidence-based offending behavior programs tend to be highly “scripted”
and due to concerns about program integrity, correctional agen-
cies have emphasized the need for control over the fidelity of im-
plementation. Adherence to program design, often through
“program manuals,” is strictly enforced and negative sanctions are
often imposed on staff who fail to carry out activities as they were
specified in the design. In these circumstances emphasizing the
need for local discretion and adaptation of programs might seem
contrary to good programming.
However, divergence from program design can lead to improved
implementation. According to Harris and Smith (1996, p. 197), “although
there is much talk about replicated program models, each new program
site is different . . . thus producing a need for differences in the program
itself.” This raises the possibility of seeing implementation less in terms
of a top-down process and more in terms of other, more participatory images.
Some of the images suggested by Lane (1987, as cited in Hill) are:
• Implementation as evolution,
• Implementation as learning,
• Implementation as coalition, and
• Implementation as responsibility and trust.
The challenge for correctional authorities seeking to implement pro-
grams based on “what works” principles seems to be in managing the
delicate balance between strict adherence to program design and construc-
tive adaptation to the organizational context in which the program is being
implemented.
An early study by Musheno, Palumbo, Maynard-Moody and Levine
(1989) is significant in this regard because it identifies local organiza-
tional conditions necessary to support change within different commu-
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nity correctional settings. Their research highlights the importance
of a participatory management style that empowers staff and allows
wide access to decision-making. The findings support the argument
that programs can be adapted to suit local conditions without violat-
ing fundamental principles of effective offender rehabilitation
through a process of “transformative rationality” which seeks to balance
the tensions between top-down and bottom-up approaches to imple-
mentation.
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
Drawing on results from an evaluation of the implementation and
impact of community correctional reforms in Australia, this article has
illustrated that adoption of the principles of effective correctional inter-
vention is not a simple task, but one that requires an understanding of
the complexities of successful program implementation and organizational
change management.
Despite advancements in the identification of effective correctional
programs little is known about the conditions under which these pro-
grams work best. A number of researchers have expressed concern
about the lack of attention to implementation issues within correc-
tional programming. It has been argued that there is little practical
guidance in the international correctional literature and “these short-
comings pose problems for organizations that wish to implement re-
search findings and engage in effective correctional services”
(Ferguson, 2002, p. 476).
The findings presented in this article remind us that community-based
offender rehabilitation programs and services rarely look the same on
paper as they do in the real world. A diverse range of barriers to implemen-
tation operate and interact at various levels: client, program, organiza-
tion and society. Some barriers are foreseeable and easily controlled
through a top-down management style, but many emerge during the
process of implementation itself. Therefore, successful implementa-
tion requires correctional agencies to maintain some degree of flexi-
bility to local adaptation–without necessarily compromising integrity–
so that changes can be made in light of decisions and practices that
evolve at the complex interface between program design and program
delivery.
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